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ABOUT THE CAPITAL INITIAL LETTER 
IN SPECIFIC EPITHETS 

Aldo Pesante (Pavia) 

A knotty point in taxonomic nomenclature, 
and one which still waits for a proper and 
clear solution, is that of the capital initial 
letter in specific epithets. It is a well-known 
fact that these epithets may be of various 

grammatical classes, and that since Linnaeus 
this has been taken into consideration in 
arriving at a reasonable use of the capital 
initial letter in accordance with logic and 
with latin grammar. 

As a result of the heterogeneity of the 

epithets there remained, sometimes, disagree- 
ment about the use of the capital or the 
small letter for some classes: so, considering 
only the last half century, we see, for in- 
stance, that, while some authors use the 

capital letter for names of persons, for geo- 
graphical names, and for names of genera, 
others restrict the use to the first two, or to 
the first only of these classes. And even the 
International Code of Botanical Nomen- 
clature, the highest authority in this matter, 
in the 1948 edition 1), while admitting the 
use of the capital letter for some classes, 
excludes unexpectedly that of geographical 
names (e.g. Aster novi-belgii) (rec. XLIII, 
p. 28). 

As a consequence of this variation in usage 
the practice of writing all specific epithets 
with a small initial letter began many years 
ago but became progressively more common 
in the last ten years. 

It would have been a good thing if the 
Nomenclature Section of the Stockholm Con- 

gress, responsible for the latest version of the 
provisions on this matter (see 1952 edition of 
the Code 2), had put order in this chaos 
with a recommendation based on respect for 
the logic and the rules of the official latin 
language. The Section, on the contrary, pre- 
ferred to settle the question with the follow- 

ing recommendation (n. 82 G, p. 46): "All 
specific and infraspecific epithets should be 
written with a small initial letter, though 
authors desiring to use capital initial letters 
may do so when the epithets are directly 
derived from the names of persons (whether 
actual or mythical), or are vernacular (or 
barbaric) names, or are former generic names". 

The first remark that must be made is that 
epithets (excepted the doubtful cases, which 
I will discuss later), must (and not should) 
be written with small letter: this is probably 

a lapsus which already existed in the pre- 
ceding edition of the Code. But it is of the 
innovations that I will speak. 

In substance, Recomm. 82 G suggests the 
suppression of the capital initial letter, but 
it explicitly admits its use in those cases in 
which it was suggested in the preceding 
edition (recomm. XLIII). This admission, 
unnecessary for an optional precept *), leads 
us to believe that there was not in this regard 
full unanimity in the Section; and it is to 
be hoped that this was so, for if at a first 
glance the recommendation appears a good 
one (and certainly it has been accepted with 
favour by all those students who had already 
suppressed the capital letter for epithets), 
when considered with more attention it 
reveals itself as illegitimate, and presents no 
practical advantages to counterbalance its 
real disadvantages. 

With the suppression of the capital letter 
the Commission evidently aimed at that 
uniformity which is one of the objectives of 
the recommendations (art. 2, p. 13); but these 
are not retroactive: "names or forms contrary 
to a recommendation cannot be rejected, but 
they are not examples to be followed" (ibid.); 
so that, strictly speaking, one should go on 

writing with a capital letter all the epithets 
which possessed it before 1952, and with a 
small letter those created after that date: 
with what an advantage for uniformity it is 
easy to imagine. 

But even if this objection is overcome by 
"levelling" the names published before 1952, 
what advantage can be gained from so 
doing? 

From a linguistic view-point, the recom- 
mendation is illegitimate; having adopted 
latin as the official language, it is proper to 
respect its grammar; and this requires that 
all names of persons and all geographical 
names be written with a capital letter what- 
ever their grammatical case: one must there- 
fore write, for instance, Dianthus Seguieri, 
Sphaeropsis Novae-Hollandiae; the same is 
true, according to taxonomical rules, for the 
names of families and genera: e.g. Pseudo- 

*) The Code divides the precepts into 
rules, with compelling force, and recom- 
mendations, which it is only optional to 
follow. 
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monas Solanacearum, Alternaria Brassicae; 
and also for that heterogeneous group of 
epithets (all in the nominative case) that are 
partly names of pre-linnean, or invalidated, 
genera, partly vernacular names and similar 
ones, all originally proper names or assimil- 
able to these: for inst. Helianthemum Tubera- 
ria, Teucrium Scorodonia, Astrocaryum Muru- 
Muru, Phoma Lingam. Of the adjectives still 
according to latin grammar, those derived 
from names of persons must begin with 
capital letter (e.g. Geranium Robertianum) 
while those derived from geographical names, 
for which latin' grammar has no definite rule, 
can be written with a small initial letter (and 
it is better to do so, following usage, to 
avoid further confusion) (e.g. Lolium italicum). 
Finally, one must write with a small initial 
letter the epithets consisting of more truly 
qualificative adjectives (e.g. Carthamus tinc- 
torius). 

It is difficult to know in which class to put 
some epithets, such as that of the binomial 
Aleurodiscus oakesii (from oak): bad linguistic 
hybrids, which ought to find no place in 
nomenclature. 

This respect for the language, which we 
find in all old naturalists, is not scholastic 
pedantry but has, at least for us Latins, a 
deeper reason not only of logical but also of 
sentimental nature. Names as Abutilon avi- 
cennae, Crepis dioscoridis, Arundo plinii, 
Asplenium petrarchae, Spirographis spallan- 
zanii, Campanula allionii, Berberis darwinii, 
Polyporus friesii, Graphium saccardoi seem to 
us at least discordant; and it seems para- 
doxical that a student, who wishes to honour 
his Teacher by dedicating a species to him, 
should write his name with small initial let- 
ter and close with his own name written with 
a capital one. 

I would add, by the way, that this im- 
proper use of the small initial letter tends 
to extend in a wholly arbitrary way, beyond 
the limits of taxonomic nomenclature itself: 
so, in a text of mycology, a valued one in- 
deed, one finds regularly the expression petri 
dish: as if one who has done something good 
in science acquired for this the right to have 
his name degraded. 

And passing from human to superhuman, 
one ought to write not only Amorphophallus 
titanum, Abies apollinis, Lychnis flos-jovis, 
Scandix pecten-veneris, but even Adiantum 
sanctae-catuharinae, Aristida adscensionis, Pali- 
urus spina-christi, Inula oculus-christi, Heli- 
chrysum gloria-dei. And of the geographical 

names, we Italians too ought to write Sac- 
charunm ravennae and (if it be permitted to 
me to pass the boundaries of zoology, where 
things go in the same way) even Passer 
italiae! 

These reasons would be sufficient for 
rejecting the recommendation under discus- 
sion, but there is something more. 

Taxonomic names have not only the func- 
tion of cataloguing the species, but also of 
giving some mnemonic characters of them, 
whose value cannot be too much appreciated. 
This is tacitly admitted by the Code itself, 
which says that "The specific epithet should 
preferably give some indication of the ap- 
pearance, the characters, the. origin, the 
history or the properties of the species" 
(Recomm. 33 A, p. 23). 

But it is at this very point that the incon- 
sistency of levelling the names appears: 
through doing so, evidently, one aims not at 
uniformity for itself, but one expects to 
remove doubts which could arise about 
whether the initial of the epithets should be 
capital or small. Now, it is clear that he who 
knows the meaning of an epithet, or even 
perceives only the class to which it belongs, 
has no doubts on the matter; these arise only 
when the meaning of the epithet is wholly 
obscure. But what use is it that the epithets 
give some indication of the appearance, the 
characters, etc., of the species, if this indica- 
tion is not understood? Welcome be the 
doubt, if it induces the student to search for 
the meaning of the words he uses. And if 
he finds a capital letter of which he has not 
the time, or the wish, to search for the 
reason, he will know at least that the word 
is not an adjective giving some character of 
the species, as one could think, for instance, 
in the case of Pirus Malus and Asclepias 
Cornuti. 

The proper use of capital letters can also 
resolve doubts in many cases of apparent dis- 
cordance between the generic name and the 
epithet. When, for instance, we find the fol- 
lowing binomials, all written with a small 
epithet: Convolvulus cantabrica, Senecio 
cineraria, Coronilla emerus, Carduus perso- 
nata, Centaurea cyanus, Allium victorialis, 
Cytisus laburnum, Hyalopus violaceum, Glo- 
merella lagenarium, Sphaeropsis quercinum, 
Tylenchus devastatrix, we cannot distinguish, 
unless we know them already, the correct 
binomials from the wrong ones; but if the 
first seven are written correctly with a 
capital letter, we will see at once that their 
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epithets are substantives and therefore not to 
be made concordant with the generic names, 
while the others are adjectives and therefore 
of wrong gender. And the error, when not 
due to a wrong transcription, may derive 
either from discordance in the original bino- 
mial (for inst. Paecilomyces dactylethromor- 
phis), or from change of the generic name 
without subsequent change of the gender of 
the epithet (for inst. Corticium filamentosa 
instead of Pellicularia filamentosa, Glome- 
rella lagenarium instead of Colletotrichum 
lagenarium). In this regard says Saccardo: 
"Etiam incorrectum et prope ridiculum vide- 
tur scribere Glomerella cinctum nec Glome- 
rella cincta et multa alia similia (ut nonnulli 
botanici americani) ex eo quod status conidio- 
phorus est Gloeosporium cinctum e genere 
neutro" 3). But the error still continues. 

On this point it is relevant to draw atten- 
tion to a defect in the Code which, while 
clearly admitting the correction of typo- 
graphic (e.g. from Rosa pissarti to Rosa pis- 
sardi) and orthographic (e.g. from Pereskia 
opuntiaeflora to Pereskia opuntiiflora) errors, 
giving on the subject unusually numerous 
examples (art. 82, p. 44), says nothing about 
the correction of false concords. 

And continuing the exemplification, with 
the use of the capital letter in the proper 
cases, the reason of the identity of the ter- 
mination in such binomials as Gentiana cru- 
ciata and Galium Cruciata, Phoma persicaria 
and Polygonum Persicaria, Geranium molle 
and Schinus Molle appears clear; and if the 

student desires to know the reason for these 
supposed incongruities, he will see, for the 
last species, that the epithet has nothing to 
do with the consistency of the plant, but is 
a peruvian vernacular name. 

And too, while in Torulospora Rosei the 
homage to a certain Mr. Rose will be clear, 
in Paecilomyces cremeo-rosei both the colour 
of the fungus and the complete ignorance 
of the latin language by the author of the 
species will be equally clear. 

A very convincing proof of the advantage 
of using capital letters is given, among others, 
by the case of Phytomonas (= Xanthomonas) 
malvacearumn, which a student thought to do 
well to "correct" (and others to accept the 
correction) into Ph. malvaceara, thinking, 
evidently, the epithet to be a hypothetic 
adjective malvacearus (-a, -um). If those 
students had seen the binomial written cor- 
rectly as Ph: Malvacearum, they certainly 
should have avoided such a big error. 

In conclusion, the reasons for a rational use 
of the capital letters for the epithets are 
too strong to ignore them in view of a doubt- 
ful simplification in writing. 

1) Anon. - 1948 - International Rules of 
Botanical Nomenclature - Waltham, Mass. 
U.S.A. 

2) Anon. - 1952 - International Code of 
Botanical Nomenclature - Utrecht. 

3) Saccardo P. A. - 1882-1926 - Sylloge 
Fungorum Omnium etc., vol. XVII, p. 573. 

PRELIMINARY MAIL VOTE* 
Yes No Comm. 

Preamble 
A 10 17 183 

Principle I 
A 23 19 162 

Principle III 
A 43 153 6 

Principle IV 
A 22 191 1 
B 10 202 2 
C 8 198 1 

Principle V 
A 3 215 0 
B 171 52 0 
C 29 188 0 

Yes No Comm. 

Principle VII 
A 184 25 11 

Principle VIII 
A 103 99 8 
B 119 71 8 

Principle IX 
A 191 16 16 

Article 1 
A 4 219 2 

Article 2 
A 4 222 1 

Article 3 
A 5 220 2 

* On the proposals on botanical nomenclature submitted to the Montreal Botanical Congress 
in the "Synopsis of Proposals" (Regnum Vegetabile vol. 14). See also "Preface" on p. 110 
of this number of Taxon. 
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